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Some newcomer students and their families may be 

may need language accommodations and orientation to the 

in U.S. schools. 

Some families may have left their homeland to escape 

a new land.

possess rich cultural backgrounds and may speak two 
or more languages. It is important to note that each 

their experiences and/or backgrounds should be avoided. 
Schools should recognize and build on the strengths of 
newcomer students and their families; doing so can enhance 
the entire school community.

Establishing district or school policies and practices that are 

they are more apt to engage with their children’s schools and teachers. Greater family engagement and 

student outcomes. 

School and district administrators must understand and provide for the legal rights of newcomers and their 

 Plyler v. Doe. 
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The Court’s decision struck down a Texas law allowing 
districts to deny enrollment to undocumented 
immigrant children and policies in two school districts 
charging such children tuition. The Court held that 
denying undocumented immigrant children access to 
free public education violated the equal protection 
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution. For additional information about states’ 
and school districts’ obligation to provide all children 
with equal access to public education at the elementary 

the resource table on this page.  

Lau v. Nichols
comply with their legal obligations under Title 

 Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Title VI)

national origin under any program or activity 

meaningfully in their educational programs and 
services.1

Equal Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA)

take appropriate action to overcome language 
barriers that impede equal participation by their 
students in their instructional programs.2

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit 
issued a decision in Castañeda v. Pickard
that strengthened educational programs for 
MLs.3 It established a three-part test to evaluate 

the test looks at whether the program is based on an educational theory recognized as sound by some 
experts or a legitimate experimental strategy; whether the program and practices are reasonably 

are actually being overcome within a reasonable timeframe. These standards also are used by the 
Department to evaluate districts’ and states’ compliance with civil rights laws.

1

2
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 Title I of ESEA states that schools must provide parent communications required for parents of MLs 

understand.4

Title I and Title III
5 ESEA encourages family engagement and recognizes that parental 

and other school activities. 

 Title I of ESEA permits state and local educational agencies to administer the required state academic 

is appropriate.6 ESEA also permits schools to exempt recently arrived MLs who have been enrolled in 
school in the United States fewer than 12 months from one administration of the state-required reading 
or language arts assessment and includes options for excluding reading and math scores of these 
recently arrived MLs from school accountability calculations in certain circumstances.

 The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that protects the privacy of 
student education records.8 FERPA applies to all educational institutions (i.e., schools) and agencies 

FERPA 

students who are 18 years of age or older or in attendance at an institution of postsecondary education 
(referred to in FERPA
with respect to their children’s or their own education records.

 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA

normally use and understand.  

School and district administrators need to be aware of and protect the rights of newcomer students and their 

Schools 

following sections. 

4 ESEA, 1112(e)(4).
5

guardians and for schools and school districts that communicate with them. 
factsheet-lep-parents-201501.pdf
6 ESEA

ESEA
8 FERPA

IDEA
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10 School personnel should identify 
the family’s preferred language as soon as possible so the school can develop a plan for communicating with 

11

There are a variety of ways schools can meet families’ language needs. Some schools may already employ staff 

Districts should establish a protocol for connecting staff and families with trained interpreters. Districts can tap 
into their multilingual community and local partner organizations to identify candidates for their interpreter 

If school administrators and staff do not speak the 

welcoming and accepting disposition by learning 
how to pronounce the newcomer student’s name 
correctly and by conveying a warm and welcoming 
demeanor and a welcoming school and classroom 
environment.

newcomer students and their families. Newcomers are not a monolith. Not only do newcomer families have 

10  Planning for family engagement in the charter school life cycle: A 
toolkit for school leaders. Manhattan Strategy Group. 
Engagement-Toolkit.pdf
11

guardians and for schools and school districts that communicate with them.
factsheet-lep-parents-201501.pdf
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gather information from newcomer families about the student’s educational history—even if the student does 
not have an academic transcript—to determine the best placement and immediate instructional goals for the 
student to ensure they are on the path to graduation. School administrators can put structures in place to 
exchange information with newcomer families; these structures include an orientation and a registration process.

Establishing an orientation for newcomer families to learn 
about school policies and processes is one strategy school 
administrators use to exchange information. An orientation 
can be delivered through an in-person meeting at the 

the family’s home language or in English accompanied 
by translated subtitles. A variety of topics can be covered 
during an orientation. These may include school policies 

education.12

To communicate from the beginning that the school and family should be partners in meeting newcomer 

to learn about their priorities in a language they understand.13 An orientation is an opportunity for newcomer 

ongoing two-way relationship that will be maintained throughout the student’s education. With advances in 

simultaneous translations using closed captions in a 

staff can also record versions in additional languages.

Creating parent handbooks is another way to share 
school information with newcomer families. A toolkit

Northwest highlights several handbooks that use 
simple text and pictures to illustrate the information 
provided and increase readers’ comprehension.

A registration process for newcomers is how the 
school gathers critically important information 

emotional strengths and needs to inform placement 
and instruction and to identify appropriate 

12 English learner family toolkit. 
English Language Acquisition. https://ncela.ed.gov/educator-support/toolkits/family-toolkit
13

guardians and for schools and school districts that communicate with them. 
factsheet-lep-parents-201501.pdf
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registration process can help to ensure that complete data are collected for all newcomer students and that no 
inappropriate questions are asked. 

14 Figure 2.1 outlines 

15 Translating 

and awarding credit for work newcomer students have already completed. Some schools and districts have the 

16

students in schools.

18

students to accurately identify services and needs and to 
meet federal requirements.” Whereas step 1 is collecting 

noted that much of the screening and assessments discussed 

14 Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
15 Finding the right starting point: Three steps for evaluating international transcripts [Infographic]. U.S. 

Educational Laboratory Northwest. 

16 Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
Educational services for immigrant children and those recently arrived to the United States [Fact 

sheet]. https://www2.ed.gov/policy/rights/guid/unaccompanied-children.pdf
18 Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
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student is registered and settled in his or her new school rather than during the actual registration process. 

(ESEA Section 3113[b][2]). 

Figure 2.1. A Summary of the Registration Process for Newcomer Students
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ESEA Section 3113(b)(2) requires schools to assess students who may be MLs within 30 

must offer English language services. School districts that use Title I or Title III funds to supplement language 
instruction educational programs (LIEPs) must inform the student’s family of the results of the assessment and 
its recommendations within 30 days of the beginning of the school year or within two weeks of placement in an 
LIEP for students who enroll after the start of the school year) (ESEA Section 1112[e][3]). The notice must also 

(ESEA Section 1112[e][3]).

The IDEA requires schools to identify and assess children who may have a disability and provide special 

disabilities (visit the  for links to resources about identifying and assessing 

student’s participation in an LIEP. The IDEA recommends that a team of educators collaborate to assess MLs 
and develop the individualized education plan if the need for special education services is indicated. 

assessment tools are available and when used in conjunction with other data may present a more complete 
estimate of the newcomers’ knowledge and skills.

and norms is stressful for newcomer students and their families. Given the diversity of newcomers in U.S. 

recommended that schools partner with local mental health organizations to help determine if a newcomer 

and family with additional supports.20

Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
20

“Supporting Newcomers’ Social and Emotional Needs.”
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The last item in step 2 is conducting content and 
literacy assessments in the newcomer student’s home 

a newcomer’s content knowledge in areas such as 
mathematics and science through assessments in the 
student’s home languages will enable more accurate 
placement decisions. Depending on the graduation 

the achievement of newcomers in secondary schools 
on these assessments can lead to students receiving 
competency-based credits. It also may eliminate the 
need for newcomers to take courses to cover content they have already mastered.21

all accomplished during registration; gathering information and determining programming and services are 
ongoing processes.  

this is especially true for newcomers. 

There are numerous strategies school leaders can use to make newcomer families feel valued and respected.22

The following are some suggested practices districts and schools might consider:

school district.

21 Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
22 Welcoming, registering, and 
supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students in secondary schools. U.S. Department of 

Laboratory Northwest. 
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Identify mentors among the newcomer’s peers to provide support and orientation during routine 

Offer home visits to families.

Learn to correctly pronounce the names of newcomer students and strive to learn a few words or 
phases of their languages. Encourage staff members to do likewise.

Provide opportunities for the school community to learn about immigrant experiences through 
literature (such as the activity described below) or personal narratives. The objectives are for other 
students to empathize with newcomers and develop a more global perspective. 

Hire bilingual staff and recruit bilingual volunteers who speak the newcomers’ language whenever 
possible. 

Provide training to all staff on why maintaining newcomer students’ home languages is important and 
how to support students’ bilingual development. 

Offer staff guidance on how to respond to parents’ questions and comments.

Investigate the possibility of offering a two-way dual language program to develop bilingual and 

The physical environment can be a tool for welcoming newcomers and showing appreciation for their 
languages and cultures. Educators might consider the following: 

Posting signs that say “welcome” in the home languages of the schools’ newcomers 

Purchasing books in newcomers’ home languages for the library and classrooms 

Displaying newcomers’ artwork and photos from their countries in hallways and classrooms 
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Schools might not have the resources and expertise needed to provide wraparound services for newcomer 
families. To support schools, there may be community organizations that have the expertise, resources, and 
mission to address the diverse needs of newcomer families. Through partnerships with various community 
organizations, schools can support newcomer families more comprehensively. 

There is a range of community organizations schools may partner with, such as arts or cultural organizations, 
mental health centers, religious organizations, refugee resettlement agencies, and postsecondary education 
institutions (e.g., community colleges, career and technical programs, universities). Many school-community 
partnerships center around health, mental health, and social services (e.g., housing assistance, food banks, 
job centers). When choosing which organizations to partner with, schools should consider the needs of the 
newcomer families, as well as the availability, mission, ability, and interest of the organizations. 

There are several steps schools and community organizations can take to ensure their partnerships run 
smoothly and effectively. It is recommended that partnerships are formalized and that jointly agreed-upon 
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expectations are put in writing. A schedule of regular meetings of staff from the school and the community 

student education records by the school to the community organization must comply with applicable privacy 

community organization is not permitted without the prior written consent of the parent or eligible student. 

require the school and community organization to enter into a written agreement.23

•

•

•

•

•

Schools have a responsibility to provide not only a 
welcoming environment for newcomer students and their 

24

School administrators can work to ensure that 
newcomers feel and are safe in school. Policies should 
be reviewed to ensure that the policy has clear language 

23

 available at 
Organizations.
24 English learner family toolkit. 
English Language Acquisition. https://ncela.ed.gov/educator-support/toolkits/family-toolkit
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protecting newcomers from bullying. Schools should provide anti-bullying professional learning to ensure that 
teachers and staff know how to recognize and intervene when bullying occurs.25

policy then needs to be communicated to students and consistently enforced. The same is true for establishing 

educators and other school staff with tools and strategies to implement an anti-bias approach to learning.  

newcomers and their families. According to the Safe and Supportive Schools Model (see Figure 2.2) developed 

1. Engagement: 
connections 

between schools and the broader community

2. Safety: Schools and school-related activities where 
and 

controlled-substance use

3. Environment: 
and a 

Figure 2.2 illustrates the overlap among these three 
elements. It is critical that all three elements are aligned in 
policy and practice.

School administrators can gather data on their school climate to see which of the key elements may need 
strengthening. There are several school climate assessments available. Once data have been collected and 

Package  before launching efforts to improve their school climate. 

Figure 2.2. Safe and Supportive Schools Model

25 https://
safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/topic-research/safety/bullyingcyberbullying
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This activity is designed to help educators evaluate the school or district’s 
learning environment for newcomers and begin to see their role in 
creating a safe and supportive learning environment for newcomers at 
both the school- and class-level. This activity can lead to a rich discussion 
on how the school or district can begin to address areas of the learning 
environment that can be enhanced to better meet the needs of newcomers. 
The activity could also serve as a formative assessment to gauge how much 
educators at the school/district already know about safe and supportive learning 
and determine future instruction they might need.

 

 Set of colored markers

 1 hour

1. 
your participants.

2. Post a large sticky note near each corner of the room. 

3. Label the sticky notes accordingly:

#1  What does a safe and supportive school look like for our newcomers?

#2  What is our school already doing to cultivate a safe and supportive environment?

#3  What more could our school do to create a safe and supportive environment?

#4
potential solutions?

1. 
ideas and/or questions that arose from that session.

2. 

3. Put participants into four groups and have each group go to the poster that corresponds to the number of 

4. Provide each group with a different colored marker and ask them to record ideas to address the question 

rotate to the next poster.

26 https://americanenglish.state.gov/resources/week-2-collaboration-and-movement-using-four-corners
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5. 
Instruct participants to read the question and the ideas posed by the previous group. Then tell them to add 
their ideas to the poster. If participants agree with the ideas recorded by the group(s) who have already 

participants to rotate again.

6. 

Lead the participants in a discussion of the ideas presented on the posters. Note where the school is 
successful and where the school can grow to better meet the needs of newcomers.

8. 
educators/school staff to research and develop a plan for addressing the areas of the school environment/
instruction that can be enhanced for newcomers.

simulate the four corners. The facilitator can drop into each breakout room a link to 
a Google Doc with slides with each of the four corner prompts. Participants in each 
breakout room will discuss each slide for a pre-determined number of minutes and 

whiteboard to guide and collect information from the debrief.
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The National Research and Development Center to Improve Education for Secondary English Learners created 
a series of modules for developing educator expertise to work with adolescent English learners. These modules 
were developed through consultations with leading linguists and educators from around the world. These 
resources can be used with pre-service and in-service educators as professional development activities. Each 
module contains the following:

 An introduction 

 A series of activities

 Links to related readings and videos

 Directions on how to lead teachers through the module activities

For more information and to access the modules, visit the website of the National Research and Development 
Center to Improve Education for Secondary English Learners at https://www.elrdcenter.wested.org/resources-
modules-overview.

The resources below have been selected based on the following criteria: 

 Resource produced by a federally funded study or center 

 Resource produced by an open access and peer-reviewed journal 

 

Welcoming, 
registering, and supporting newcomer students: A toolkit for educators of immigrant and refugee students 
in secondary schools. U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, Regional Education 
Laboratory Northwest. 

As the title suggests, this toolkit discusses the why and how of welcoming, registering, and supporting 

transcript translation and awarding competency-based credit, as well as many other topics school 
administrators should consider.

https://ncela.ed.gov/educator-support/
toolkits/english-learner-toolkit

The EL toolkit is designed for state, district, and school administrators and for teachers. It offers tools 
and resources to help them meet their legal obligations in providing support to ELs to learn English while 
meeting college- and career-readiness standards.

Social bullying: Correlates, consequences, and 
prevention. American Institutes for Research, National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments. 
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This brief focuses on social bullying, a form of emotionally aggressive bullying behavior. It includes 

commonly it occurs in schools, and what factors contribute to social bullying involvement. The brief 

school-based approaches for preventing and reducing social bullying.

The U.S. Departments of Justice and Education jointly issued the following resources to inform school leaders about 
their obligations when 
support their practices:

Dear Colleague Letter: 

Fact Sheet: 
School Districts that Communicate with Them

Fact Sheet: Ensuring English Learner Students Can Participate Meaningfully and Equally in Educational 
Programs 


